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This  article  offers  an  overview  on the  studies  and  research
carried  out  and  coordinated  by the  author  on  the  Italian  phe-
nomenon  of  associations  for the  disabled  and  their  families,  through
both  historical–sociological  and  pedagogical  analyses.  Combining
methodological  elements  of  both  historical  recognition  and  quali-
tative/quantitative  analysis,  the  present  research  aims  to highlight
the  role  of  advocacy  played  by the  associations  since  they  were
established,  and  their  contribution  to  determining  the historical
and political  events  that,  beginning  in  the 1970s,  have  character-
ized the  Italian  methodology  for  educational  and  social  integration.
What  emerges  is how  family  associations  have  contributed  to the
civic  development  and  social-political  change  of the  entire  coun-
try.  The  pedagogical  approach  to the  associationist  phenomenon
becomes  part  of  the cultural  process  by which  parenting  is valued
and  enables  prejudices  that  some  of  the  literature,  with  a sociologi-
cal  and  psychodynamic  matrix,  had  previously  generated  in regard
to  the  conditions  of  families  with  a  disabled  member  to be  over-
come.  Thus,  the  fundamental  contribution  of  the  associations  is
clearly  understood,  both  in the  reorganisation  of  services  for the
person  and  in  the  realization  of  care  areas,  relational  enrichment,
cultural and  organisational  stimulation  during  the development
E-mail address: antonello.mura@unica.it
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.alter.2014.03.002
1875-0672/© 2014 Association ALTER. Published by Elsevier Masson SAS. All rights reserved.
A. Mura / ALTER, European Journal of Disability Research 8 (2014) 82–91 83
and  promotion  of  the  integration  process  for  disabled  people.  Start-
ing  with  the  needs  of  the  latter,  the  role  of  the associations  as
subjects promoting  citizenship  and  innovators  for the  entire  soci-
ety  seems  equally  obvious.  However,  it must  be also  emphasized
that lately  the associationist  phenomenon  has  been  facing  a  period
of  evolution  in  its  internal  organization  related  to the  changes  that
have  occurred  in the  recent  welfare  policies  dictating  further  inves-
tigation  and  consideration.
© 2014  Association  ALTER.  Published  by  Elsevier  Masson  SAS.
All rights  reserved.
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Cet  article  donne  un  aperc¸u  sur  les  études  et recherches  menées  et
coordonnées  par  l’auteur  sur  le phénomène  italien  des  associations
de  personnes  handicapées  et  parents  de personnes  handicapées  à
travers  une  analyse  socio-historique,  d’une  part,  et  pédagogique
d’autre part.  À  travers  une  étude  qui  conjugue  éléments  his-
toriques et  données  quantitatives  et  qualitatives,  la  recherche  met
en  évidence  le  rôle  d’advocacy  joué  par  les  associations  depuis
leur  constitution  et leur  contribution  aux  évènements  historiques
et politiques  qui  ont  ouvert,  à partir  des  années  1970,  la  voie
italienne de  l’intégration  scolaire  et  sociale.  Ainsi,  il apparaît  que
les  associations  familiales  ont contribué  au développement  civique
et  au  changement  sociopolitique  du  pays  tout  entier.  Le  regard
pédagogique  avec  lequel  on  analyse  le  phénomène  associatif
est aussi  partie  prenante  du  processus  culturel  qui  valorise  la
parentalité  et  permet  de surmonter  les  préjugés  qu’une  certaine
littérature,  de  nature  sociologique  et  psycho-dynamique,  avait
généré  sur  les  familles  des  personnes  handicapées.  De  cette  fac¸ on,
on  saisit  la  contribution  fondamentale  des  associations  tant  dans
la  réorganisation  des  services  que  dans  la  réalisation  d’espaces
d’accueil, d’enrichissement  relationnel,  de  stimulation  culturelle
et  organisationnelle  et dans  le développement  et  la  promotion  du
processus  d’intégration  des  personnes  handicapées.  Si  le  rôle  de
sujet  promoteur  de  sens  civique  et innovateur  de  projets  pour  la
société  toute  entière  se révèle  à partir  des  besoins  de  ces  dernières,
le monde  associatif  traverse  actuellement  un  moment  d’évolution
de  son  organisation  interne  dû  aux  récentes  politiques  de
prévention  sociale  qui  imposent  d’autres  recherches  et  réﬂexions.
© 2014  Association  ALTER.  Publié  par  Elsevier  Masson  SAS.  Tous
droits  réservés.
1. Introduction
The associationist phenomenon has taken on the role of social integration to combat a disintegra-
tion that the great political, cultural and modern agencies have been unable to stem. The downfall
of the great ideologies and the pluralisation of values and lifestyles no longer allow the subordina-
tion of the perspectives of single citizens to common preconceived values and orientations (Donati &
Colozzi, 2004: 203–204). What keeps societies cohesive at this time, according to Dahrendorf (2003),
is the spontaneous and voluntary constraints and bonds that create a shared network infrastructure
supporting single individuals and society from the danger of depersonalisation. The occurrence of
the civil rights movements, such as the Movement for Independent Life in California in the 1960s,
the feminist movement in the United States and in Europe, and the political-youth protests that gave
rise to an heterogeneous cultural season, bringing about important changes in the political, social and
economical panorama of the twentieth century, can also be interpreted in this sense. Although studied
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and observed from several points of view, the associative phenomenon seems to contain some grey
areas that hide important elements for the understanding and development of citizenship issues.
In particular, this article aims at highlighting the pedagogical and ethical–critical weight of the
phenomenon of the associations made up of disabled people, their families, and volunteers who  oper-
ate to promote inclusion processes. Such bodies, sharing the same needs, resources and interests, have
indeed moved beyond the private nature that generated them to become an effective instrument for
the diffusion of a relationship-based culture, a fair promoter of moral and social development for the
whole community. In Italy, the relevance of this phenomenon has long been on the edges of scientiﬁc
interest in pedagogical research.
In fact, although we ﬁnd a great number of scientiﬁc publications of a historical, juridical, politi-
cal, economical and sociological nature concerned with the associationist phenomenon as generally
intended, there have been too few publications on the origins of associations for disabled people
and their families and on the internal practises through which they have helped start the disability
integration process in our country. Moreover, the Italian speciﬁcity in regard to such a phenomenon
compared to international reality is to be noted. In Italy, in fact, such associations are composed of
disabled people, their families and volunteers, without any form of differentiation. Hence, there is no
difference between associations of the disabled and associations of disabled people’s families. Such
insufﬁcient attention to this issue from the scientiﬁc community is a consequence of the marginality
of and social neglect for the lives of disabled people and the needs of their families. Today, however,
this attitude can no longer be justiﬁed if we consider the political, educational and social importance
of these associations in our country since their emergence, as reported in previous works (Mura, 2004,
2006b, 2007a, 2008, 2009).
2. Historical recognition of the associationist phenomenon: the Italian experience
While the social protests promoted by international associations around the world started in the
1960s, in Italy they date back to the beginning of the twentieth century.
In fact, some associations were established in the early 1920s and had a truly important role that
deserves to be brought to our attention if we want to understand the initiatives and claims that allowed
the emancipation of disabled people: the Associazione Nazionale Mutilati e Invalidi di Guerra (National
Association of War  Mutilated and Invalids) in 1917, the Unione Italiana Ciechi (Italian Union of the Blind)
in 1920, the Federazione Italiana delle Associazioni fra Sordomuti (Italian Federation of Associations for
the Deaf-Mute) in 1922 later renamed the Ente Nazionale Sordomuti (National Board for the Deaf-
Mute) in 1942, and the Associazione Nazionale Mutilati e Invalidi del Lavoro (National Association of
the Seriously Disabled or Mutilated at Work) in 1943. The conquests obtained in the education for the
blind and the deaf came about from the action of these ﬁrst associations (Royal Decree no. 3126 dated
1923), the transformation of care institutes into school institutes (Royal Decree no. 2184 dated 1923),
the abolition in 1938 of Art. no. 340 of the civil code that de jure and de facto considered a blind or deaf
person to be unable and incapable (Mura, 2009: 316).
The intent of the above associations was to demolish the stigma of sensory disabilities and the
notion of ‘failed man’, which stripped away characteristics of humanity. Acting to overcome these
prejudices, they contributed to revealing individuals who, like any other human being, wished to be
recognized, educated and become learned. In fact, it was clear for the ﬁrst founders that conquer-
ing education could make all human beings the protagonists of their own existential projects. The
moral redemption of a population that had been living on the fringes of society began through the
establishment of the associations and through the ﬁrst public initiatives. Some of these people had
lost their physical ability defending their national ﬂag, as was the case of Aurelio Nicolodi, founder
and ﬁrst president of the Italian Union of the Blind, who became blind during combat in World War
I (Tatulli, 2007). Forming the associations allowed personal stories to become public and therefore
allowed people to demand the right to be recognized and develop their own attitudes, experiencing
life fully.
The overall dimension of the associationist project emerges from an analysis of the historical doc-
uments that accompanied the establishment of the ﬁrst centres. Anxieties regarding and attention to
the education of the disabled combined immediately with those in favour of training and employment,
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as in the case of Cesare Magarotto, one of the main contributors to the creation of the National Board
for the Deaf-Mute, who gave up his personal and family assets in order to demonstrate that the deaf
could learn a trade and overcome the state of ‘pitiable charity’ in which they had been conﬁned until
then (Centro Nazionale Documentazione e Storia dei Sordi, ‘V. Ieralla’, 2004). This was an issue that,
thanks to Magarotto and other association leaders, would be acknowledged only in 1958, through the
promulgation of the law on mandatory work that ﬁnally allowed blind and deaf-mute people to ﬁnd
jobs in State Ofﬁces and Public Institutions.
Following the end of World War  II, the Italian Constitution (1948) removed the economic and social
obstacles that limited freedom and equality, and prevented people from growing fully. With regards
to the disabled and impaired, the right to beneﬁts and social welfare was sanctioned together with
the right to an education and the possibility of entering a profession. These were landmark victories
to which the ﬁrst associations contributed through steady political pressure directed at every person
in charge. However, these changes remained ‘on paper’ for a long time; it was hard for them to be
enforced tangibly and therefore they had difﬁculty affecting the real-life conditions of the disabled
(Mura, 2007a: 422; 2009: 316).
This was a period when a new model of associative experience ﬂourished, made up of groups of
‘families’ of young disabled people. This new model was  a direct response by families, volunteers and
the disabled to institutions and society to denounce the feeling of isolation caused by institutional
practises, cultural prejudices, and the absence of assistance and promotion intervention. Some of
the best known associations of families were established around the 1950s and 1960s. They were
destined to greatly mark the history of the emancipation of those who  found themselves in a situation
of disability. In 1954, 24 founding associates (parents and voluntary professionals) ofﬁcially gave rise
in Rome to the Association for the Assistance of People with Cerebral Palsy (AIAS). The associative drive
came from Teresa Serra, mother of a child with cerebral palsy, who  was  not convinced by the idea
that her son’s condition was a ‘luxury issue’ compared other collective urgencies. The promulgation of
Law no. 218 on the Assistance and Care of Dyskinetic Children came about thanks to the initiative of this
association, just a year after it was founded; the law sanctioned a ﬁrst, albeit meagre, rehabilitation
intervention (D’Amato, 2004).
In 1958, the same social–cultural context and motivations led to the birth of the National Asso-
ciation of Families of the Mentally Disabled (ANFFAS). Maria Luisa Menegotto, co-founder of the
association and mother of a child with a mental disability, tried ‘to tear down the barrier of neglect
and incomprehension’ of those years. Even ANFFAS’s commitment became a breaching action with
respect to the isolation and oblivion in which the ‘disabled’ and ‘invalids’ were destined to grow up
with an inexorable destiny of ‘illness’ and ‘misfortune’ (Covino, 1999a, 1999b; Mura, 2007b).
The initiative of these ﬁrst associations, constituted mainly by people touched by disability and
volunteers, stimulated the creation of more and equally important associative groups, mainly in the
1970s, dedicated to the process of emancipation of the disabled. Thus, in Italy, a great political and
cultural debate on disability developed investing intuitional responsibilities in various sectors of edu-
cation, health and social welfare until a totally new way  of dealing with the needs and rights of
disabled people was ﬁnally promoted. Over time, the associative experience was renewed with a
variety of activities aimed mainly at parents’ commitment to educate, allowing the development of
human resources, professional skills, and organizational and methodological abilities crucial for the
promotion of cultural integration. Even today, associations are directly involved in the introduction
and management of multiple educational, social and health activities and services covering a wide
range of topics and issues (Mura, 2006c).
3. Empiricist exploration: associations’ didactic expertise
The investigation of the development of associations may  be particularly complex if it aims to take
into account the diversity of their composition and various areas of activity. This project refers mainly
to initial research on the topic, which then gave way  to an overall investigation of associations and
the different methodological choices in consideration of the one referred to in this present work.
The ﬁrst study was exploratory in nature (Mura, 2004) and methodologically divided into two  parts,
the ﬁrst founded on the analysis of national and international literature, and the second on empiricist
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research on new data. The study aimed mainly at verifying whether the associative activities carried
out by parents could be regarded as educational and formative resources likely to transcend contingent
answers and fulﬁl explicit self-formative and hetero-formative functions towards single individuals
(parents, volunteers, disabled persons), family, and society as a whole.
The reason for the interest in the didactic nature of the associationist action of parents with disabled
children is grounded in those studies speciﬁcally dedicated to the family seen as a primary pedagogical
and educational institution and resource (Byrne, Cunnigham, Slopler, 1988; Tortello & Pavone). Such
interest is quite recent and has overturned the stigmatization and the scientiﬁc and social ‘prejudice’
towards families with disabled children. The sociological (Farber, 1959, 1960) and psychoanalytic
(Bettelheim, 1962, 1967; Mannoni, 1971) studies had, indeed, concentrated their attention on the
intrapsychic dynamics attached to suffering and parental readapting. In this way, they had contributed
to categorizing family conditions and making them chronic, thus reducing them to mere pathological
subjects, the recipients of clinical and charitable assistance.
The condition of families with disabled children is, however, more complex. In fact, by using ques-
tionnaire techniques to analyse the reasons and motivations that push families to come together to
start associations and work (activities, strategies, didactics), the author has been able to highlight some
ofﬁcial regularities (educational intentionality, planning ability, assessment activity) that clearly high-
light the uncertain pedagogical characterization of the actions by both families and volunteers. The
parents of disabled children or children with special needs did not give in to their destiny, but reacted
by forming associations to denounce the conditions of exclusion and negligence to which their chil-
dren, and themselves, were subjected. The answer to the special and existential needs of their children,
the cultivation of the original need for care shared by all human beings, and the educational intention-
ality they express with their actions are the fundamental reasons why parents unite. These reasons
can be seen clearly in the data collected from the above-mentioned questionnaire, which involved a
signiﬁcant number of real-life people in Italy. The questionnaire was created around some central top-
ics, very well-deﬁned, and adherent to the unique characteristics of the reference population thanks
to an initial study carried out by means of one-on-one interviews and focus groups (Mura, 2004).
The personal information data, included in the ﬁrst part of the questionnaire, allowed us to pin-
point the reality of the situation during the founding year, the internal composition, and the types of
interventions made by the associations. Among the associations included in the sample observed, as
much as 35% began activities between 1980 and 1989 (32.5% in the 1990–99 decade). Such ﬁgures are
important if interpreted with reference to the chronology of the Italian laws on school integration (de
Anna, 1983, 1992; Tortello & Pavone, 1997). It is clear, in fact, that integration processes and the clos-
ing of residential and special institutes are the result of the pressures exerted by parents during those
years. The data on association composition are a clear indication of the parents’ sensitivity and the
importance of their intervention: as much as 73.9% of members are in fact parents while volunteers
make up just 26%. The involvement of disabled people can be seen in the ﬁgure indicating that 52.5%
of cases include registered associates and 2.5% of cases carry out directive tasks (Mura, 2004: 74–76).
The data surveyed in the second part of the questionnaire refer to the didactic connotation of the
activities carried out. Starting with parents’ educational intentions, the reasons for the associative
activities involve the need to activate services that are not yet present (23%), the need for mutual
support within groups of parents (23.8%), demanding non-acknowledged rights (21.4%), and general
awareness-raising targeting the public opinion (23.8%) (Mura, 2004: 80). In the majority of cases,
the objectives of the associations aim at: legal and medical advisory functions, self-help/mutual help
between parents, promotion of social-cultural and educational training activities for young people, and
the academic and professional integration of disabled people. These activities are planned speciﬁcally
and systematically without leaving room for improvisation. In fact, 79.4% of the associations state that
they use written plans regularly before developing any activity. In the majority of the cases, besides
parental skills, planning makes use of speciﬁc professional skills (pedagogy specialists, psychologists,
doctors). Training activities target the associates-parents (periodical meetings, training on speciﬁc
topics, social services support ofﬁce, conferences) and the disabled people (workshops, sport, school,
work, rehabilitation, recreational activity). The education interventions always aim at making disabled
people the protagonists of their own  experiences. In fact, the end goal of participation is developing
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primary autonomies (15.6%), interpersonal relational skills (17.0%), emotional-affective skills (14.3%),
motor skills (13.6%) and cognitive skills (10.9%).
With regards to the didactic expertise through which these activities are carried out, we must under-
line the attention devoted to the choice of methodologies that not only privilege the individual and
his/her relationship, but also take on intrinsic value through experience. Cooperation, interpersonal
communication, helping relationships, active listening, dialogue, group work and tutoring become par-
ticularly important. A further element characterising the didactic associative expertise is the constant
reference to planning and ongoing veriﬁcations and assessments. The elements emerging from the
present investigation lead once again to consider the associations’ activities as didactically robust and
directed towards the continuous search for effectiveness through tangible and well-referable results
in all areas of the development of the disabled person’s identity.
4. Pedagogical dimensions of the associationist phenomenon
The short historical recognition and the empiricist exploration referred to in paragraphs two and
three of the present article with regards to the associationist phenomenon are sufﬁcient to emphasize
the active and conscious presence of associations in Italy. Here, they have been operating as an ethical
and critical subject in regard to the social rigidity that had for a long time forced disabled people
to live on the fringes of society. Together with the historical and didactic-methodological nature,
the research we refer to has even shown some important pedagogical elements that contribute to
delineating the associations’ cultural and operative proﬁles. These elements were then also conﬁrmed
by further studies by the author with a group of collaborators (Mura, 2007a, 2008, 2009; Tatulli, 2008;
Salis, 2007, 2008; Selis & Stocchino, 2008; Zurru, 2006b, 2007a, 2007b, 2008).
Up to this point, we have seen how the work carried out by family associations shed new light on
the conditions of the families that had until then been seen simply as service users. Moreover, such
work has qualiﬁed their actions in their respective territories. Our empiric survey has allowed us to
highlight how the associations present over the national territory are complex human realities that can
generate a real pedagogical empowerment process. In fact, the already discussed coping and resilience
strategies have shown how families react when facing stressful events by implementing forms of
active adaptation (Mura, 2004: 49). With such a renewed value, the family of a disabled person, long
seen as a compromised education and orientation centre, becomes a place of such organizational and
relational richness well beyond any contingent response to private needs. The cultural importance of
parents’ associations’ actions is described as a broad and loyal model, able to promote cultural and
ethical development around it. The associations, nourished by such parental sensitivity, have under-
stood the need to expand their horizon of intervention to all areas of development and ages of the
people around them who  are in a condition of disability or need special education. This need is in line
with the current Italian research on special pedagogy that, in recent years, has progressively expanded
its sphere of investigation to cover adults (Gelati, 2001; Mura, 2006a; de Anna, 2005; Pavone, 2010).
The development of this research spectrum underscores the need to foster knowledge maturity, skills
and awareness in the disabled person, enabling him/her to face the road that leads from infancy to
adulthood and to complete integration and social participation. The acknowledgment of the disabled
person’s ‘identity’—very hard to attain in a school environment—is difﬁcult to extend to the expe-
riences of community participation such as friendship, free time, sports, work and sexuality, which
are still perceived as extrinsic exceptions to the current educational models. The idea that the person
touched by a disability can be supported by an educational process in order to be able to make choices
autonomously and realise his/her own life project is still a minority opinion. Even in this case, the
action of the associations is turned towards overturning the prejudices and stereotypes rooted and
diffused in the collective imagination that sees a disabled person as ‘weak’ and ill, as an eternal Peter
Pan (Montobbio & Lepri, 2000).
Along this line of thought, also in consideration of ICF indications WHO  (2001), a reﬂection on
associative action brings up a rediscovery of the disability issue, not simply seen as a deﬁcit condition,
but especially as an existential reality that needs guidance and attention (Mura, 2004; 2006). An
in-depth consideration of the research and literature data presently available allows, in fact, one to
consider the idea of disability promoted by the associations. For the disabled, their condition is not
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necessarily associated with a deﬁcit or a pathology seen as a deviation from the norm. Disabled life
can instead be viewed as a way of being that determines features of uniqueness and difference in the
single individual. Such features can be safeguarded and promoted by those who  carry out educational
functions (Mura, 2004: 84). In this sense, educational actions, which have been assessed up to now from
the perspective of planning and methodology, can also be re-read as an occasion for anthropological
emancipation and human education, even for disabled persons. It follows that the many activities that
the associations carry out for the human development of their members can foster thorough and deep
consideration. A disabled individual should be considered, in the ﬁrst place, as a person who needs
to cultivate his/her own emotional and affective development fully in order to ﬁnd his/her own  way
of experiencing affection and feelings even outside a group of peers. In the same way, the activities
carried out at the beginning of one’s working life are an indication of the kind of projection parents
have regarding their children’s future.
The pedagogical dimensions of care and educational cultivation typical of associationist activity
are condensed in the feelings and mechanisms of solidarity. Such feelings are bound to the formation
of a universal ‘humanitas’ which overcomes individual egoism with free actions of acceptance and
closeness that in turn teach reciprocity and alterity. But solidarity, from an ethical–social point of
view, becomes an intersubjective interaction model of recognition between interacting partners and
establishes dynamics of moral, social and ethical development (Zurru, 2005).
In this sense, when associations are formed by subjects involved in disability because they are fam-
ily members of a disabled person or a professional in the sector, they have nonetheless contributed to
the attainment of an important part of the cultural and social history of education, integration and wel-
fare policies in Italy. In fact, and not by chance, starting from the last decades of the previous century,
the third sector has become a strategic subject in planning and managing cultural and social policies
of the different national and European realities. Right from the early 1950s, the work of associations
has stimulated and promoted the institutional political debate that, in Italy, has helped overcome the
remaining forms of welfare and move towards an institutional model based on principles of univer-
salism and equality, where the ﬁrst forms of integration in the social, sanitary and educational policies
were accomplished (Zurru, 2006a; Mura, 2007a, 2007b: 424). The constant action of collaboration and
solicitation towards public institutions, as referred to in the historical documents of associations, ﬁnds
its application in the reforms carried out by the health and welfare system in Italy in the 1970s. This
political and cultural context has given rise to the idea that families and associations of volunteers
cannot be seen merely as care service receivers, but rather as active interlocutors in the planning and
attainment of territorial socio-sanitary and educational interventions managed by local authorities.
Similarly, we can mention some examples that can help to thoroughly understand the results of the
propulsive action and contribution by these associations in the political and public debates during the
1960s which brought about some major reforms. Among them, we  can mention: Law no 482/1968 on
compulsory employment; Framework Law no 1118/1971 that, besides regulating health and economic
services in favour of the legally or psychiatrically disabled of developmental age, also prescribed the
demolition of architectonic barriers and regular school attendance for children with minor disabilities;
Law no 517/1978 that started the process of integrating all disabled children into ordinary schools;
Law no 833/1978 instituting the National Health Service; Law no 33/1980 equalizing pensions with
regards to ‘individual income’; and Law no 18/1980 that established payment of a caregiver allowance
for the severely disabled.
Such norms deﬁnitely overcame the concept of residual social welfare, and instead introduced a
model of institutional welfare that gave rise to the multiplication of services through such fundamental
precepts as prevention, universality, equality, territorial accessibility of services, and qualiﬁed staff,
taking charge almost entirely of the social security needs of all citizens.
Already in the 1980s, welfare state policies faced important difﬁculties due to budget cuts and
to the bureaucratization of services that did not satisfy citizens completely. These conditions caused
political decision-makers to take action and invite the subjects from private social institutions (vol-
unteer workers, social associations, cooperatives) to collaborate with the public sector, thus allowing
associations of disabled people to project their patrimony of experiences in an active and loyal cit-
izenship for the entire community acquired over time. In Italy, this process became an opportunity
for associations to position themselves as joint producers in charge of planning and managing public
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services. The associationist subjects have maintained an innovating role in these dynamics that goes
beyond providing services, and directs its policies towards what is still unclearly deﬁned as welfare
society (Mura, 2007a, 2007b).
5. Research indications
The developments that until now have accompanied the studies on the associative phenomenon,
have also brought about two  further questions which cannot be answered here but that provide paths
for new and future research directions.
5.1. How to direct future research?
The interest in and examination of the associationist phenomenon could be further developed.
There are still many research paths to be covered, especially those concerning the rights and consti-
tutive needs of the personal identities of every man  and every citizen who  still ﬁnd it hard to become
part of a shared patrimony.
Even today, in fact, disabled people — as seen in the preamble of the U.N. Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities (2006) and despite ofﬁcial acknowledgment — continue to encounter barriers
to the attainment of and violations of these rights everywhere around the world (de Anna, 2011).
In this sense, it is important to inquire about the role of the associations that work to promote the
multiple dimensions of actualizing one’s identity such as affectivity, sexuality, gender issues, free time,
sports, community commitment and whole life projects.
Even in this case, sensitivity and associative activism play an important role that is ahead of the
times and becomes a sociopolitical, formative and ethical propeller drawing the attention of experts
and institutions to the need to acknowledge and realize fundamental human rights. In Italy, since
the 1990s, associations have been created that have focused their action, even on the local level,
on promoting a cultural and social climate able to take into account the different spheres of personal
realization. Some brief surveys on the different perspectives aimed at the progress in the emancipation
of disabled people have shown the heterogeneity of the associations’ activism which is still unknown
for many reasons and needs to be researched using a suitable survey project (Mura, 2007b, 2008;
Tatulli, 2008; Salis, 2007, 2008; Selis & Stocchino, 2008; Zurru, 2006b, 2007a, 2007b, 2008).
A similar analysis would involve an in-depth mapping of the sectors of intervention differentiating
the associations’ actions. For this reason, even didactic work towards a research approach that the
author has done for Master’s Degree students at the Faculty of Education of the University of Cagliari,
addresses the recognition of the activities carried out by the associations within the national terri-
tory. What has emerged from such work is a mixed panorama characterized by multiple associative
forms geared towards numerous ﬁelds of action that are constantly developing, attesting the need to
construct an adequate cognitive instrument.
5.2. What future for the associationist challenge?
The cultural and legislative route by which Italy has reached an integration of social-sanitary ser-
vices clariﬁes the role taken on by associations, acknowledging that the ethical importance of their
action has gone far beyond the private context that generated it. This has conferred an enormous sym-
bolic power on associations. The acknowledgments obtained oblige associations to see themselves as
protagonists and interlocutors with equal responsibilities shared with other public protagonists. Such
a realization has made the associations into an important and non-isolated element of the service
production system. This involves an organizational and professional modiﬁcation within the same
associations that directs them towards the institutionalization and commercialization of educational
and socio-sanitary care activities. From this point of view, a complex series of questions and critical
nodes emerges about the future development of the initial mission of these institutions.
In what sense can educational and social care — originally connected with the active participa-
tion of the subjects receiving this care — be ‘distributed’ and ‘sold’ and therefore ‘objectiﬁed’ in the
performance, rather than ‘interpreted’ in the relations of a ‘global life plan’?
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How is it possible to reconcile the dialogue and communication that typify the spirit of so many
small associative realities with competitors’ reasons within the service system? In what way  is it
possible for associations to maintain their ‘critical political’ and ‘emancipator’ function at the base of
associative intents, when the subjects of the third sector are called to take their place at the table of
the institutional ‘government’? The intimate connection between associations and public bodies may
end up by determining a power relationship represented by an economic dependency of the former
on the latter. In what way is it possible to guarantee the innovative ability and the planning autonomy
that has characterized the formation of many associations?
6. Conclusions
Alongside the emergence of investigation difﬁculties characterizing the subject of the present
research and appearing even from the brief indications discussed above, it seems difﬁcult to offer
any deﬁnitive conclusions.
By referring to the so-called historical association,  we  have tried to emphasize how the associative
sector represents a socially-rooted, wide and complex reality able to innovate and stimulate the evo-
lution of civil society. The planning ability of associative work exceeds the single advocacy activity and
takes on full formative value in promoting and intentionally developing a positive culture of social
acceptance and the dignity of disabled people and their families (Mura, 2007a).
With regards to integration policies, in fact, associations have sustained and guided the process
of welfare municipalisation and the subsidiarity principle, which have been developing and are still
underway. They have fulﬁlled a critical and political function in regard to local and national institutions,
calling for normative measures and concrete intervention involving the entire ecosystem of services in
support of health, territorial, social and educational needs, never abandoning the right to integration
and full realization of people’s potential even in the most complex situations. They have made a
series of skills and innovative plans available to institutions and communities, thus showing both
planning and operating cultural expertise that, while aimed towards the integration of the disabled,
has developed upon a pure educational and supportive basis.
The perspective from which pedagogy, and in particular special pedagogy, views the processes
involved in the construction of individual and social education can be useful in interpreting the con-
tributions made to date by associations. It can also guide them and their institutions in the not easy task
of always placing ‘man’—as a single and universal being — at the centre of their plans and interventions.
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